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most of the past 50 years, analysts and pol- 

icymakers have largely ignored the role of 

small arms and other light weapons in inter- 
national security affairs, considering them too 
Insignificant to have an impact on the global balance 
of power or the outcome of major conflicts. Nuclear 
‘weapons, ballistic missiles, and major conventional 
weapons (tanks, heavy artillery, jet planes) are 
assumed to be all that matter when calculating the 
strength of potential belligerents. As 2 result, inter- 
national efforts to reduce global weapons stockpiles 
and to curb the trade in arms have been focused 
almost exclusively on major weapons systems. At no 
point since World War II have international policy- 
makers met to consider curbs on trade in light 
‘weapons, or to restrict their production. 

Recently, world leaders have begun to take a fresh 
Interest in stall arms and light weapons. Because of 
the global upsurge in ethnic and sectarian conflict, 
policymakers have become more attuned to the role 
played by such arms in sparking and sustaining low- 
level warfare, and have begun to consider new con- 
straints on trade in these munitions. “I wish to 
concentrate on what might be called ‘miero-disar- 
mament,” United Nations Secretary General Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali declared in January 1995. By that, he 
explained, “I mean practical disarmament in the 
context of the conflicts the United Nations is actu- 
ally dealing with, and of the weapons, most of them 
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light weapons, that are actually killing people in the 
hundreds of thousands” (emphasis added). 

‘This focus on the conflicts the United Nations is 
“actually dealing with” represents a major shift in 
global priorities. During the cold war, most world 
leaders were understandably preoccupied with the 
potential threat of nuclear war or an East-West con- 
flict in Europe. Today policymakers are more con- 
cerned about the immediate threat of ethnic and 
sectarian warfare. While such violence does not 
threaten world security in the same catastrophic 
‘manner as nuclear conflic: or another major war in 
Europe, it could, if lei unchecked, introduce severe 
instabilities into che international system. 

This inevitably leads, as suggested by Boutros- 
Ghali, to a concern with small arms, land mines, 
and other light munitions; these are the weapons, 
he notes, that “are probably responsible for most of 
the deaths in current conflicts.” This is true, for 
instance, of the conflicts in Afghanistan, Algeria, 
Angola, Bosnia, Burma, Burundi, Cambodia, Kash- 
rmair, Liberia, Rwanda, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, 
‘Tajikistan, and Zaire. Although heavy weapons 
sometimes play a role, most of the day-to-day fight- 
ing Is performed by Irregular forces armed only 
with rifles, grenades, machine guns, light mortars, 
and other “man-portable” munitions. 


SMALL ARMS, GLOBAL PROBLEMS 

“The centrality of light weapons in contemporary 
warfare is especially evident in the conflicts in 
Liberia and Somalia, In Liberia, rival bands of guer- 
rillss—armed, for the most part, with AK-47 assault 
rifles—have been fighting among themselves for 


